Better Questions
for Better Usability
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Usability testing
• Present 3-5 tasks for the participant
to complete.
• Watch one user at a time try to
accomplish the tasks as they think
out loud

What are you doing?
Have a clear understanding of the purpose of
the test and what the testing goals are.
• Most important tasks people need to do
• Testing new service/feature/content
• Exploring known/suspected issue

What are you doing?
• Developing empathy for users
• Developing usability testing skill/capacity
• Telling story/getting buy-in
• Consult with experts about the service or
feature you are testing

What are you doing?
You may be testing for:
• Navigation and ﬁndability
• Content comprehension
• Design
• Task completion
• Desktop vs. mobile experience

Questions, scenarios and tasks
• Questions: Entire package
• Scenarios: Set the scene
• Tasks: What you are actually asking
participants to accomplish
May also have follow-up questions

Scenarios and tasks
• You spilled coffee on your laptop yesterday and you really need to
work on a report. Find out if you can use a computer at the
Hopkins library and what software it would have.
• You are thinking about buying a new television. Starting on the
Online Resources page, please ﬁnd a resource that you think
would give you product ratings for televisions.

Task tips
• What tasks are common or important to users?
• Be careful of tasks that aren’t relevant, unless you are intentionally
testing a niche or specialized function/area
• Be prepared to hear “I didn’t know the library had this” or “I
wouldn’t come to the library to do this”

Keep things simple
• Tasks should be simple and clear. Avoid complicated or
multi-step tasks (unless that is the process you really need to test)
• Avoid complicated scenarios. Too much detail can confuse,
distract, or alienate participants.

Avoid trick questions
Don’t needlessly set participants up to fail. If you already know:
• Something is a problem
• You can’t do anything about it
• It doesn’t happen very often
Do you need to test it? Sometimes you might need evidence of pain
points.

You are planning your friend’s birthday. Starting at
the library’s homepage, ﬁnd a room that will
accommodate 30 people near downtown
Minneapolis on May 5th, 2019, and identify which of
the following birthday materials you can bring: food,
drinks, candle and party decorations.

Be careful of open-ended tasks
Consider giving participants speciﬁc authors, books, subjects to
look for (or they may spend a long time agonizing over choices)
• “Your cousin really enjoyed the “Hunger Games” book series. How
would you ﬁnd other similar series she might like?”
• “You’ve heard that James Patterson has written several good
series. Look for a list of his series to see if any interest you.”

Choose your words carefully
• Be thoughtful about terms you use in scenarios and tasks
(especially if you are looking at terminology/labelling as test
question).
• Could unintentionally lead participants down a certain path or
point them to answer (“priming”)
• Still want to use natural language

Use plain language
• Avoid slang
• Avoid jargon—library and other
• Avoid abbreviations

Be careful of pop culture & humor
• Pop culture references in tasks and
scenarios might not be familiar to
everyone and might be confusing
• You may not be as funny as you think you
are: Attempts at humor could be
awkward and maybe even offensive

Avoid bias
Don’t create biased scenarios and
questions based on age, gender, culture.
Example: “Your grandma is looking for a
book about knitting…”

Avoid controversy and unintentional triggers
• Not only might it make the experience
awkward and uncomfortable, it can
distract and skew results
• Avoid authors, subjects that evoke strong
feelings: Donald Trump, R. Kelly, global
warming, etc.

Test the Test!

Think about learnability
If you have multiple tasks about same thing, participants may learn
how to use the feature. This could be interesting to observe or not
helpful

Be prepared to be ﬂexible

Ask questions as you go
• What do you expect to see?
• What are you looking for?

Answer a question with a question
• What do you think?
• Where would you look for that?

Follow-up and post test questions
• What was the best thing about using the hclib.org website?
• Was anything frustrating or confusing?

Answer their questions
• Participants may want to learn more about something that came
up during test (that maybe moderator couldn’t answer during test)
• May want to learn more about “new” service
• May want to take the opportunity to talk to “web” staff

Resources
• https://www.nngroup.com/articles/task-scenarios-usability-testi
ng/
• https://www.nngroup.com/articles/better-usability-tasks/

Questions for us?
• Amy Luedtke, aluedtke@hclib.org
• Stephanie Rosso, srosso@hclib.org
• Tony Hirt, thirt@hclib.org

